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Social capital
Abstract
Like other forms of capital, such as financial capital, social capital refers to the available resources upon which
an individual or a community can draw. In the case of social capital, the resources are formed by people's
networks and relationships. The two main theorists of social capital as applied to education are James
Coleman and Robert Putnam. Coleman's work stems from his 1966 report, which indicated that family
background accounts for student achievement more than variations in schools do. His subsequent work
comparing the greater success of private school students to that of public school students expanded the role of
family background to include all the social resources available to a student. The greater success of students in
religious private schools was attributable to the overlapping, cross-generational social networks provided by
the partnerships among families, church, and school. Coleman defined these partnerships as social capital,
which pertained to the norms, the social networks, and the relationships between adults and children that
were of value for the child's growing up. Social capital existed within the family but also outside the family, in
the community. Within the family, social capital depended upon the strength of parents' relationships with
their children. Coleman f~mnd, for example, that even when controlling for parents' socioeconomic status,
dropout rates for high school students were lowest when there were two parents, only one sibling to share
parental attention, and mothers who expected their children to attend college. Thus, a family's social capital
increases children's socioeconomic success, or the children's human capital. Outside of the family, social
capital depends upon people's sense of obligation and reciprocity, like quid pro quo, within a community.
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schedules provides a foundation for effective instruc-
tion. His work on the development, elimination, and 
control of behavior is reflected in both instructional 
and administrative procedures. In addition, his analyt-
ical approach to the understanding of behavior under-
pins practices in all areas of education. 
Skinner was born in 1904 in Susquehanna, Pennsylva-
nia. As an undergraduate, he attended Hamilton College 
and majored in English. Skinner later attended Harvard, 
receiving his PhD in psychology in 1931. Following 
graduation, he spent 5 years in a postdoctoral posi-
tion with Crogier Laboratory and 3 as a junior fellow 
(Harvard's most prestigious position for a young scholar). 
From 1945 to 1948, Skinner was chairman of the 
Psychology Department at Indiana University. In 1948, 
he returned to Harvard, where he remained until his 
retirement. He is one of only three behavioral scientists 
to have received the President's Medal of Science. He 
has been referred to as the "most-well-known psychol-
ogist since Freud." Skinner has become more closely 
identified with "behaviorism" or "behavioral psychol-
ogy" than any other individual. 
In his studies of reinforcement schedules, Skinner 
provided findings that had a regularity and specificity 
that rivaled those of any physical scientist. Skinner 
demonstrated that particular schedules of reinforce-
ment generated characteristic and replicable learning-
response curves. In essence, he found that steady rates 
of learning (a desirable condition) could be estab-
lished and maintained via intermittent schedules in 
which the delivery of reinforcement varied according 
to an average rate and therefore was unpredictable to 
the subject. Fixed schedules, defined by reinforce-
ment delivery according to a specific time interval or 
number of responses, resulted in rates of learning exem-
plified by pauses in the learning curve. 
Skinner also studied the effect of reinforcement 
on "shaping" up or developing new behaviors in 
his subjects. His concept of continuously reinforcing 
successive approximations of a target behavior was 
employed in a variety of studies involving developing 
novel behaviors in animals. 
Skinner's assumption that all behavior is purposeful 
and subject to the laws of behaviorism implies the 
possibility of behavioral control. Skinner preferred the 
term control, as the development and management of 
behavior involved control of either (or both) antecedent 
and consequent events. He consistently argued that the 
study of behavior was based on the consideration of 
how it (the behavior) was related to antecedents and 
consequences. For educational leaders, Skinner's work 
is relevant in that both conditions are often amenable to 
manipulation. Therefore, the control of others' behavior 
(e.g., students, teachers, parents) becomes more easily 
achieved and predictable. 
In the study of behavior, Skinner held that a func-
tional analysis was the most appropriate approach. By this, 
he meant an analysis of observable and measurable behav-
ior based upon the antecedent-behavior-consequence 
relationship. His work and writing in this area became 
the foundation of applied behavior analysis. 
Skinner's perspective and focus on observable 
behavior under conscious control, learning, behavior 
change, and the development of new behaviors is of 
particular interest to educators. His theory is particu-
larly relevant to special education, child development, 
and classroom management. 
- J. M. Blackbourn 
See also behaviorism; child development theories ; classroom 
management; differentiation of stimuli; discipline in 
schools; feedback; knowledge base, of the field; learning, 
theories of; measurement, theories of; rational organiza-
tional theory; scientific management; schooling effects; 
special education; supervision; theory movement, in educa-
tional administration; variables 
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iitil SOCIAL CAPITAL 
Like other forms of capital, such as financial capital, 
social capital refers to the available resources upon 
which an individual or a community can draw. In 
the case of social capital, the resources are formed 
by people's networks and relationships. The two main 
theorists of social capital as applied to education are 
James Coleman and Robert Putnam. Coleman's work 
stems from his 1966 report, which indicated that 
family background accounts for student achievement 
more than variations in schools do. His subsequent 
work comparing the greater success of private school 
students to that of public school students expanded 
the role of family background to include all the social 
resources available to a student. The greater success of 
students in religious private schools was attributable 
to the overlapping, cross-generational social networks 
provided by the partnerships among families, church, 
and school. Coleman defined these partnerships as 
social capital, which pertained to the norms, the 
social networks, and the relationships between adults 
and children that were of value for the child's growing 
up. Social capital existed within the family but also 
outside the family, in the community. Within the family, 
social capital depended upon the strength of parents' 
relationships with their children. Coleman f~mnd, for 
example, that even when controlling for parents' socioe-
conomic status, dropout rates for high school students 
were lowest when there were two parents, only one 
sibling to share parental attention, and mothers who 
expected their children to attend college. Thus, a family's 
social capital increases children's socioeconomic suc-
cess, or the children's human capital. Outside of the 
family, social capital depends upon people's sense of 
obligation and reciprocity, like quid pro quo, within a 
community. 
Putnam's work in 2000 concentrated on the social 
capital sustained by communities, arguing that social 
capital helped people resolve collective problems, cre-
ated trust which made transactions less costly, and 
fostered positive character traits such as tolerance and 
empathy. Based on measures such as the number of 
per capita social organizations and turnout in presi-
dential elections, he developed a social capital index 
for each state. He then correlated that index with 
the Annie E. Casey Foundation's Kids Count index, 
which included measures such as the teen birthrate 
and percentage of children in poverty. States ranked as 
high in social capital were also high on the Kids 
Count Index and had higher scores on standardized 
tests. He argued that greater social capital indicated 
that parents and communities were more involved 
with their schools. Again, this involvement was inde-
pendent of socioeconomic status. 
Additional research on social capital has indicated 
that it is positively related to student success. As an 
example at the family level , in 1995, F. F. Furstenberg 
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and M. E. Hughes measured social capital with 
"within family" constructs, such as involvement with 
an extended family, and "family links to community," 
such as quality of school. They found that both of 
these constructs were positively related to students ' 
socioeconomic success, even when controlling for 
family socioeconomic status. 
In 2001 , Glenn Israel, Lionel Beaulieu, and Glen 
Hartless reported that social capital in both the family 
and the community were associated with educational 
achievement, and they argued that states should work to 
strengthen the capacity of families as well as schools, 
perhaps by means of parental education programs. 
Anthony Bryk, Valerie Lee, and Peter Holland com-
plemented Coleman's work with religious schools by 
finding that Catholic school students were more suc-
cessful partly because of the relationships between 
school, family, and church. Public schools can also fos-
ter social capital. Mary Driscoll and Charles Kerchner 
asserted that school leaders should be aware of how 
to create social capital within their schools. They sug-
gested that administrators create programs to involve 
parents and include parents in site-based management 
programs. School leaders can change structures and 
scheduling to foster social capital by means of small 
schools, schools within schools, teaming, and looping. 
A number of school reforms (e.g., the Coalition for 
Essential Schools and the Small Schools movement) 
have attempted to formalize these kinds of structures. 
Administrators can also encourage positive teacher 
and student interactions. In 2001, R.G. Croninger and 
V. E. Lee investigated the role that teachers played in 
providing students with social capital, based on 
teachers' reports about whether they'd talked with 
students about school or other items and on students' 
reported beliefs about how much their teachers 
support their school success. Powerfully, they noted 
that if these two forms of social capital provided by 
teachers were present, the probability of students' 
dropping out decreased by half and that these effects 
were most powerful for at-risk students. 
At least one educational effort has attempted to 
institutionalize social capital by building its capacity 
from the beginning. An evaluation of the first 4 1/2 
years of a Chicago foundation's creation of a neigh-
borhood learning network focused on one of the foun-
dation's goals, to establish social trust between school 
principals, neighborhood leaders, and the foundation. 
While this effort was successful, the partners' 
attempts to build trust by being flexible led to less 
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clarity about goals, norms, and priorities, which led to 
lack of focus and accountability. The researchers sug-
gested that structures that promote elements of social 
capital, such as trust, may exclude structures that 
promote a coherent vision and accountability. 
Research on social capital thus provides support 
for strong relationships between schools and the 
families and communities they serve, as well as for 
strong relationships between students and staff within 
schools. 
-Joanne M. Marshall 
See also at-risk students; class, social; community relations; 
cultural capital; dropout; human capital; parental involve-
ment; social context; underachievers, in schools 
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1i1if SOCIAL CONTEXT 
Social context is the broad framework for understand-
ing that learning occurs in a specific constellation 
of personal interactions and effects. There are two 
aspects of social context in schools: literacy is the key 
to unlocking a world of interaction, while at the same 
time interaction within school is the key to unlocking 
the world of literacy. 
There are several social purposes for schools in 
terms of preparing students for civic life and to trans-
mit a knowledge base (cultural literacy), but in terms 
of social learning theory, school simply provides 
a context for a student to make meaning of the expe-
rience. Schools try to establish effective learning 
environments within classrooms in order to increase 
achievement and therefore opportunities for students 
to change themselves and their contexts. Educational 
leaders are therefore interested in analyzing and 
improving the social context within schools, while 
understanding the students' contexts outside of school 
and the school's context. In addition, as seen in state 
and national standards, all educators are expected to 
understand the diversity of student background and 
how to structure an optimal learning environment that 
includes positive rapport. The goal is to control nega-
tive and distracting student behavior that would intim-
idate other students from participating in the 
discussions necessary to develop ideas. 
Social context is a key factor in current ideologies of 
teaching and learning. Behaviorist models of learning 
identify social context as external influences on moti-
vation and perception in an effort to codify predictable 
human behavior using the scientific method. Classroom 
management is often equated with discipline policies 
for controlling bad behavior with consequences and 
incentives, based on behavior modification principles. 
William Glasser considered this approach coercive and 
recommended a quality-schools approach that included 
metacognition. In contrast, there are several critical 
theories, in that they assume the context will continu-
ously change and that human response is therefore not 
completely predictable. Few educators embrace the 
most radical constructivism that argues that all knowl-
edge is socially constructed, that is, exists only in as 
much as society agrees on it. 
The more practical ideology of sociopsychologi-
cal constructivism considers social context not only 
influential but also essential for learning because 
knowledge is constructed by the individual who is 
compelled to find personal meaning in experience. 
The developmental theories of Jean Piaget and Lev 
Vygotsky emphasized the importance of interacting 
with objects and people. John Dewey maintained that 
school is not a preparation for life, but it is life. This 
emphasis on the relevance of study to the student's 
real world was a major component of the Progressive 
